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Books
Review Essay
“Will in Overplus”
A Review of Shakespeare Biographies
Stephannie S. Gearhart
Bowling Green State University
Whoever hath her wish, thou hast thy Will,
And Will to boot, and Will in overplus;
More than enough am I that vex thee still

`

William Shakespeare, Sonnet 135, ll.1-3

It seems to be a kind of Respect due to the Memory of
Excellent Men,
specially of those whom their Wit and Learning have
made Famous,
to deliver some Account of themselves, as well as their
Works, to Posterity.
For this Reason, how fond do we see some People of
discovering any little
Personal Story of the great Men of Antiquity, their
Families, the common
Accidents of their Lives, and even their Shape, Make
and Features have been
the Subject of critical Enquiries. How trifling soever
this Curiosity may seem
to be, it is certainly very Natural; and we are hardly
satisfy’d with an Account
of any remarkable Person, ’till we have heard him
describ’d even to the very
Cloaths he wears.
Nicholas Rowe, “Some Account of the Life,
&c. of Mr. William Shakespear” (1709),
[A1r-A1v]

Although it is more fiction than fact, Nicholas Rowe’s “Some

Account of the Life, &c. of Mr. William Shakespear” accurately
describes the desire of many biographers, particularly those interested
in the Bard. Their longing for knowledge, for “discovering any little
Personal Story of the great” playwright, might best be explained by
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considering that, as George Steevens remarked in 1780, “all that is
known with any degree of certainty concerning Shakespeare is—that
he was born in Stratford-upon-Avon,—married and had children
there, — went to London, where he commenced actor [sic], and
wrote poems and plays, —returned to Stratford, made his will, died,
and was buried” (qtd. in Ellis “Biography and Shakespeare” 297).
Even though, as Jonathan Bate points out, more about Shakespeare
has been uncovered since the eighteenth century, there remains an
astonishing amount of information about him that we do not know.
Documents confirm that the playwright died on 23 April 1616, but
the date of his birth is less certain. His whereabouts between 15851592 are unknown, leading scholars to dub these Shakespeare’s ‘lost
years.’ It is unclear what motivated the playwright to leave Stratford
for London, how he felt about the family that remained behind, and
whether or not he visited them often. Shakespeare’s opinions on
women, his religious disposition, and his sexual inclination remain a
mystery. No manuscripts in Shakespeare’s own hand exist,1 and no
diaries containing his first person voice have been recovered.2 Why
he bequeathed to his wife the couple’s “second best bed” is a secret
the playwright has taken with him to his grave.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, some scholars find the dearth of
information about Shakespeare to be nothing short of problematic.
David Ellis goes so far as to call the task of writing a Shakespeare
biography “a waste of intellectual effort” (291). Underscoring his
point by drawing a parallel modern readers will understand, Ellis
explains, “[i]f finding out what Shakespeare was like happened to
be a research programme in the laboratories of a drug company,
it would have been closed down years ago” (312). Given that
there are so few facts on which to rely, the number of Shakespeare
biographies composed since the seventeenth century is sobering.
Not even the more recent postmodern declaration that the Author is
dead has dampened the ardor of contemporary biographers—there
were, after all, nearly 200 Shakespeare biographies published in the
twentieth century, and the twenty-first century has already proven
itself worthy of keeping up.3 Ellis cynically concludes that this is the
1 There is debate over whether Shakespeare’s hand can be seen Sir Thomas More, a collaboratively written play that has survived in manuscript form. Even if, as some scholars
have speculated, ‘Hand D’ is in fact Shakespeare’s, it remains the case that there are no
extant manuscripts of any of the plays in the First Folio.
.
2 Shakespeare’s first-person voice is preserved only in documents that prescribe the
speaker’s rhetoric and limit his ability for self-expression, i.e., dedicatory letters to his
poems, records of a court hearing, and his will.
3 Jonathan Bate, “The Masked Man” in The Boston Globe 10 October 2004, 3rd edition.
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case “because anything with Shakespeare on the front cover sells”
(312). Competing with the lure of profit, however, is a widespread
and profound desire to know one of the period’s “Excellent Men.”
Though scholars will never be able to “describe [Shakespeare] even
to the very Cloaths he wears,” they will likely continue to try, and this
“Curiosity” may be, as Rowe proposes, “certainly very natural.”
Whether it is economics or nature (or both), biographies of the
Bard continue to proliferate and this trend shows no sign of stopping.
The tension between the longing to understand Shakespeare and the
factual limitations facing the Shakespeare biographer have produced
a diverse array of texts over the past three and a half centuries. With
so many biographies of the playwright in print, readers may feel at
sea, experiencing what the narrator of the Sonnets describes, albeit in
a rather different context, as “Will in overplus” (Sonnet 135, l.2).
In response to this, I offer here a review of several—though
by no means all—Shakespeare biographies. The essay is divided
into two parts: Part I. Early Biographies of Shakespeare; Part II.
Biographies of Shakespeare, Twentieth Century to the Present. Part
I provides a brief history of Shakespeare biographies so that readers
might better understand the difficulties the modern biographer faces.
These early biographies reveal the origins of many of the myths about
Shakespeare and demonstrate how past scholars laid the foundations
upon which more recent writers have built their studies. Part II is
divided into two sections: the first, a shorter section, briefly surveys
twentieth century biographies ending with Samuel Schoenbaum’s
work; the second, a longer section, evaluates biographies published
between 1985 and 2009. Both Parts I and II address the trends in
Shakespeare biographies, biographers’ methodological approaches
and theoretical assumptions, and the ways in which writers rely on
and react to biographers that came before them. As will become
clear below, no matter which Shakespeare biographies readers elect
to investigate on their own, having a healthy sense of skepticism and
a knowledge of the history of Shakespeare biographies is imperative
to understanding this “remarkable Person” and just how much we
know about him.
Early Biographies of Shakespeare

Though Robert Greene referred to him in passing as an “upstart
Crow” and Ben Jonson suggested in his dedicatory remarks to the
First Folio that the “Soul of the Age” did not resemble the Droeshout
engraving that accompanied the book, for more substantial
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contemporary descriptions of William Shakespeare, it is necessary
to turn to biographies of the playwright. Seventeenth century
Shakespeare biographies were, admittedly, brief and embedded in
longer works focused on other subjects. These compact descriptions
of the playwright, however, had long-lasting effects and influenced
biographers for centuries. Thomas Heywood, a contemporary of
Shakespeare, contributed to such a book; however, much to the
regret of scholars The Lives of all the poets modern and foreign has
never been recovered. The missing text is especially lamentable
to those who possess the “Curiosity” about which Rowe speaks
because it is thought that Heywood, a playwright himself, might
have provided a more accurate account of his colleague than did later
biographers, none of whom interacted with Shakespeare directly.
That so many legends about the playwright flourished in the years
following his death is partly the result of later biographers’ distance
from their subject. Had Heywood’s text survived, the “Shakespeare
Mythos,” as E.K. Chambers would later call it, might have been, if
not eliminated, at least curtailed.
Thomas Fuller’s The History of the Worthies of England
(1662), a catalogue of many famous native figures, is thus the earliest
surviving text containing a biographical sketch of Shakespeare. In
his entry on the playwright Fuller reports that Shakespeare was born
in Stratford-upon-Avon, died in 1616, and “was buried…[in] the
town of his nativity” (590-1). These are points on which modern
biographers agree, but beyond this, Fuller’s biography consists of
his personal opinions about Shakespeare. The playwright, asserts
Fuller, illustrated the maxim “Poeta non fit sed nascitur (one is not
made but born a poet). Nature itself was all the arts which was used
upon him” (590). Comparing Shakespeare to his nearest rival, Ben
Jonson, Fuller unabashedly reveals which playwright he prefers:
Many were the wit-combats betwixt [Shakespeare] and Ben
Jonson; which two I behold like a Spanish great galleon and
an English man-of-war; Master Jonson (like the former) was
built far higher in learning; solid, but slow in his performances.
Shakespeare, with the English man-of-war, lesser in bulk, could
turn with all tides, tack about and take advantage of all winds by
the quickness of his wit and invention (590-1).

Another of the playwright’s seventeenth century biographers,
Rev. John Ward, speaks disparagingly of Jonson in his remarks on
Shakespeare. A vicar from Stratford, Ward mentions Shakespeare
in his personal diaries and introduces readers to the now famous
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legend regarding the circumstances of the playwright’s death.
When Shakespeare was out one evening with fellow writers Michael
Drayton and Ben Jonson, the men, Ward says, “had a merie meeting,
and itt seems drank too hard, for Shakespear [sic] died of a feavour
there contracted” (183). In truth, the cause of the playwright’s death
remains a mystery, though Ward’s story that Jonson and Drayton
were responsible for his demise remained popular for years, finding
its way, for instance, into Edward Bond’s 1976 play Bingo. Echoing
Fuller, Ward remarks that he has “heard that Mr. Shakespeare was
a natural wit, without any art at all” (183). The playwright “had
but two daughters,” Ward claims, and received a such a large salary
that “hee spent att the rate of 1,000l. a-year.” To these remarks the
biographer adds a proviso, “as I have heard” (183), which indicates
Ward’s reliance not on documentary evidence, but legend.
Ward’s biography is short, and the diarist’s interest
in Shakespeare is little. His book quickly moves on to discuss
topics ranging from theological and medical matters to gossip
about historical and contemporary figures. Ward’s section on the
playwright ends with a reminder to himself “to peruse Shakespeare’s
plays and bee much versed in them, that I may not be ignorant in that
matter. Whether Dr. Heylin does well, in reckoning up the dramatick
poets which have been famous in England, to omit Shakespeare”
(184). He also mentions the possibility of visiting “Mrs. Queeny,”
i.e., Shakespeare’s daughter, Judith. Unfortunately, though, for
Shakespeare biographers to follow Ward, the diarist apparently
never got around to doing so before she died in 1662 at the age of
seventy-seven.
The main source for John Aubrey’s biography of Shakespeare,
which can be found in his late seventeenth century text, Brief Lives,
was a Mr. Beeston whose father had been involved in early modern
theatrical life many years prior. Still, the biographer’s account
of Shakespeare is not entirely accurate. Another in a line of short
biographies penned in the seventeenth century that produced and
perpetuated legends about the playwright,4 Brief Lives reports that
Shakespeare’s father, John, was a butcher when in fact he was a
4 As Samuel Schoenbaum explains, there were other short biographical sketches of
Shakespeare published in seventeenth-century texts: Edward Phillips’s Theatrum Poetarum (1675), William Winstanley’s The Lives of the Most Famous English Poets (1678),
Charles Giddon’s The Lives and Characters of the English Dramatic Poets (1689), Gerard
Langbaine’s An Account of the English Dramatic Poets (1691), Pope Blount’s Remarks
on Poetry (1694). Most of these treatments of Shakespeare owe much to Fuller and do
not provide any additional significant insights. For more on these other biographies, see
Schoenbaum’s Shakespeare’s Lives (1991), 83-5.
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glover. Relying on the testimony of others, Aubrey sows the seeds
for what later would blossom into Bardoltry with passages like this:
“I have been told heretofore by some of the neighbours, that when
[Shakespeare] was a boy he exercised his father’s Trade, but when
he kill’d a Calfe he would do it in a high style, and make a Speech”
(334). Further, Aubrey describes Shakespeare as “a handsome,
well-shap’t man: very good company, and of a very readie and
pleasant smoothe wit.” The biographer says that the dramatist was
the author of some unflattering verses on usurer John Combes, and
a schoolmaster before coming to London to pursue his career in
drama. Appealing though these claims may be, they have little, if
any, evidence to confirm their veracity (334-5).
It was not until the beginning of the eighteenth century
that a lengthier account of Shakespeare’s life was published in the
context of a work devoted solely to the dramatist. Though it was not
primarily a biography, Nicholas Rowe’s 1709 six-volume edition
of Shakespeare’s plays was prefaced with a longer biographical
sketch of the playwright than had previously been written. In the
opening section of the multi-volume work Rowe justifies writing
Shakespeare’s biography by arguing that “the knowledge of an
Author may sometimes conduce to the better understanding of his
Book.” Anticipating criticism, Rowe goes on to say that “tho’ the
Works of Mr. Shakespear [sic] may seem to many not to want a
Comment, yet I fancy some little Account of the Man himself
may not be thought improper to go along with them” (A1v). Since
Rowe believed that “The Character of the Man is best seen in his
Writings,” the biographer spends many pages discussing the merits
of Shakespeare’s texts, revealing as he does so his Restoration era
aesthetic sensibilities. Looking at Shakespeare’s work and life
closely together, Rowe paved the way for later biographers.
Beyond Shakespeare’s plays, the main source for Rowe’s
biographical knowledge of the dramatist was Thomas Betterton,
a celebrated Restoration actor whose devotion to Shakespeare led
him to Stratford to examine parish records and talk with locals.
Betterton, however, was no scholar and so made many mistakes
interpreting his materials. His errors along with Rowe’s own affected
the biographer’s interpretation of Shakespeare’s life. Furthermore,
Rowe was not averse to repeating myths about Shakespeare and
introducing readers to the now infamous deer-poaching story.
According to the biographer, Shakespeare’s motivation for
moving to London was a result of his being prosecuted for stealing
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some of Sir Thomas Lucy of Cherlecot’s deer. Shakespeare “in
order to revenge that ill Usage [i.e., the prosecution] . . . made a
Ballad upon [Sir Thomas].” That this ballad, as Rowe confesses,
“be lost,” does not deter the biographer, who goes on to say, “yet it
[i.e., the ballad] is said to have been so very bitter, that it redoubled
the Prosecution against [Shakespeare] to that degree, that he was
oblig’d to leave his Business and Family in Warwickshire, for some
time, and shelter himself in London” (A3r).
This tale is one that biographers would struggle with
for years, some believing it, some doubting it, and others flirting
with it as a possibility since there remains no existing evidence to
explain why Shakespeare moved from the country to the city. In
his biography Rowe also tells his readers that Shakespeare was
responsible for launching Ben Jonson’s career (A6v-A7r) and that he
wrote The Merry Wives of Windsor because Queen Elizabeth “was
so well pleas’d with that admirable Character of Falstaff, in the two
Parts of Henry the Fourth, that she commanded him to continue it
for one Play more, and to shew him in Love” (A4v-A5r). All of these
myths, though not well supported by evidence, held the attention of
readers well beyond Rowe’s lifetime.
Near the end of the eighteenth century Edmond Malone
made it his goal to dispute such legends by taking a decidedly
more scholarly approach to the topic. Since the only substantial
biography up to this point had been “Some Account of the Life
&c. of Mr. William Shakespear,” Malone’s work is, unsurprisingly,
pitted against Rowe’s text. The biographer goes to great lengths
to demonstrate why most of Rowe’s claims are spurious. Writing
copious commentary on his predecessor’s “Life,” which he deemed
“meager and imperfect” (11), and relying upon diaries and legal
documents, rather than common legends and hearsay, Malone
was indefatigable in his pursuit of the truth about Shakespeare.
When the biographer was preparing to write his book, Rev. James
Davenport of Stratford kindly leant the writer the local Parish
Register. After receiving it, Malone confessed in a letter to him, “I
sat up till two o’clock, and almost blinded myself by poring over
the books which you have so obligingly furnished me with” (qtd.
in Martin 129). Indeed, Malone suffered physically for his work:
he was warned against reading by dim light for fear of ruining his
already worsening eyesight (Martin 125) and himself remarked to a
companion that his research kept him from having much time to eat
or sleep (Schoenbaum 122).
Though Malone’s work was hurried to the publisher
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before it could be completed to his satisfaction, his contribution to
Shakespeare biographies is significant, to say the least. By arguing
against the myth that Shakespeare was a deer-poaching youth who
subsequently wrote scathing verses against the plaintiff, and instead
depending upon documentary evidence, Malone, as Bate has said,
changed the image of Shakespeare from “a man of the people,
careless of authority” to “an impeccable bourgeois gentleman,
busily accumulating property and respectability in London and
Stratford” (Genius, 83). Malone was so intent on separating fact
from fiction when it came to Shakespeare that he later sought to
prove that “A Letter from Shakespeare to Anna Hatherrewaye” and
other texts advanced by William Henry Ireland were forgeries. This
work, which culminated in the publication of a 400-page document
in 1796,5 and his biography of the playwright mark Malone as a
formidable scholar. Perhaps rather unfortunately, however, Malone
will be remembered by many for being the “imbecile”6 who was
responsible for having the painted bust of Shakespeare in Trinity
Church whitewashed after concluding, wrongly, that when it had
been erected originally it was bare stone. Though Malone was wrong
and the statue was later repainted, his influence on Shakespeare
scholarship is undeniable.7
J. O. Halliwell-Phillips has been called “ the greatest of
the nineteenth-century biographers of Shakespeare in the exacting
tradition of factual research which extends from Malone to Chambers”
(Schoenbaum 290). Indeed, his publication record is impressive, if
overwhelming, and his devotion to archival research is apparent in his
1848 biography of Shakespeare. In a significant portion of the book,
Halliwell-Phillips discusses William Shakespeare’s father, John, in
great detail; in the remainder of the biography the author presents
readers with the life of the playwright, including the date he bought
5 An Inquiry into the Authenticity of Certain Miscellaneous Papers and Legal Instruments, Published Dec. 24, MDCCXCV and Attributed to Shakespeare, Queen Elizabeth,
and Henry, Earl of Southampton: Illustrated by Fac-similes of the Genuine Hand-writing
of That Nobleman, and of Her Majesty; A New Fac-simile of the Hand-writing of Shakespeare, Never before Exhibited; and Other Authentick Documents.
.
6 Famed writer Victor Hugo had this to say about the biographer: “An imbecile, Malone,
made commentaries on his plays, and, as a logical sequence, whitewashed his tomb” (qtd.
in Schoenbaum, 130).
7 The Malone Society, founded in 1906, continues to be active today. E.K. Chambers, a
significant contributor to the wealth of Shakespeare biographies published in the twentieth
century, was one of the group’s founding members. See <http://ies.sas.ac.uk/malone/
index.htm> for more on the Society.
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New Place and details regarding other financial transactions.
Halliwell-Phillips’ commitment to the historical record is
commendable, to say the least. As Schoenbaum says, however,
“[t]he records unearthed by Halliwell [-Phillips’] diligence are
uniformly unspectacular” (293). After devoting much of his life
to researching records associated with Shakespeare, the biographer
made no earth-shattering proclamations about his subject. This
prompted a contemporary reviewer to complain that there were only
a paltry three new facts about Shakespeare in Halliwell-Phillips’
voluminous book. Though meticulous in his study of historical
records, Halliwell-Phillips lacked the ability to create a compelling
narrative out of his materials; Schoenbaum describes his writing
style as “spare, dry, [and] graceless” (291). Still, the antiquarian’s
devotion to Shakespeare, illustrated by his many and diverse
publications on the Bard, mark Halliwell-Phillips as an important, if
eccentric, figure in the history of Shakespeare scholarship.8
At the end of the nineteenth century, the newly established
Dictionary of National Biography (DNB) published its first entry
on William Shakespeare.9 Perhaps most notable about Sidney Lee’s
entry in the DNB is his shifting stance on the Sonnets. The volume
including Lee’s essay was published first in London in 1897 and later
that year in New York. In the first edition of the DNB, Lee claimed
that Shakespeare’s Sonnets were biographical; they revealed “the
experiences of [Shakespeare’s] own heart” (qtd. in Schoenbaum
370). By the time the New York edition was published, however,
Lee had changed his tune, claiming now the Sonnets were “to a
large extent undertaken as literary exercises” (qtd. in Schoenbaum
371). Lee provides no explanation for this radical change in opinion,
but his remarks are nonetheless significant, for many biographers
who resist reading Shakespeare’s texts as autobiographical are often
seduced by the Sonnets because they appear to present Shakespeare’s
first-person voice.
Lee’s entry in the DNB was lengthy, measuring almost one
hundred columns, but the author had more to say on Shakespeare’s
biography, as his A Life of William Shakespeare (1897) makes
apparent. Regarding the Sonnets, Lee again claimed that they should
not “be regarded as a personal or autobiographical narrative” (qtd.
8 See Schoenbaum, 282-308 for a more detailed discussion of Halliwell-Phillips’ contributions to Shakespearean scholarship and his eccentricities, including his penchant for larceny. For a detailed record of Halliwell-Phillips’ contribution to Shakespeare scholarship,
see Martin Spevak’s James Orchard Halliwell-Phillips: A Classified Bibliography.
9 Peter Holland has written the Shakespeare entry in the most recent DNB. See the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, v. 49 (2004), 939-76.
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in Schoenbaum 376). Still, the biographer attempts to identify the
characters in the Sonnets and in the dedication to the sequence. In
a later edition of the Life (1905), however, he retracts some of these
claims and adds additional information and analysis of the texts. Lee’s
biography includes extensive literary analysis, and thus straddles
the line between biography and criticism. In the book there is, for
instance, a chapter called “The Sonnets and Their Literary History,”
which places the sequence in the context of the Elizabethan sonnet,
discusses the lack of “continuity” in the sequence, and judges “[t]
heir literary value” (Lee 154-176). A Life also discusses the many
quartos and folios of Shakespeare’s work and editors of the oeuvre
from the eighteenth century onward. Additionally, Lee considers
Shakespeare’s reputation in England, America, and in several other
countries around the world. The book went through several editions
before Lee’s death in 1926 and remained an important biography
for years, despite the author’s tendency not “to make essential
distinctions between fact and speculation” (Schoenbaum 379).
From the earliest descriptions of Shakespeare’s life to
Malone’s dogged scholarship to Lee’s shifting opinion on the
Sonnets, early Shakespeare biographies introduce the central issues
with which later biographers would struggle, from Shakespeare’s
whereabouts during his ‘lost years’ to the relationship between
the playwright’s life and his art. These texts, written between the
seventeenth and the nineteenth centuries, represent, to a certain
degree, their authors’ own unique proclivities. More broadly,
however, the biographies might be said to reveal less about their
authors or even about their subject than the periods in which they
were written. If Shakespeare’s life looks vastly different from the
Restoration to the Victorian era, it is because as Jonathan Bate
claims, “Shakespeare won’t tell us who he is. Instead, he makes
us—and our culture—reveal ourselves.”
Biographies of Shakespeare,
Twentieth Century to the Present
Early Twentieth-Century Biographies to Schoenbaum

In the early twentieth century an eccentric American couple, Charles

and Hulda Wallace, decided to devote their lives to searching English
archives for documents pertaining to Shakespeare. After examining
hundreds of thousands of tattered, yellowing papers, their efforts
finally paid off in what many deem as the most significant and
the most recent discovery of information about Shakespeare. The
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papers the Wallaces found show that the playwright testified in a
trial involving Christopher Montjoy and his son-in-law, Stephen
Belott, in 1612. Their finding is important because not only does it
reveal that Shakespeare was a lodger in the Montjoy’s house during
the early seventeenth century, it also includes the playwright’s firstperson voice and his signature. Biographers would make much of this
discovery, most notably Charles Nicholl, whose book, The Lodger:
His Life on Silver Street (2007) I discuss below. Charles Wallace
published this and other, less significant findings but constantly lived
in fear that fellow scholars were attempting to sabotage his work.
His eccentricities led him to experience bouts of megalomania and
paranoia, and he eventually ended his career in Shakespeare studies
to pursue his fortune in oil.
The early years of the twentieth century also witnessed the
publication of Frank Harris’ The Man Shakespeare and his Tragic
Life-Story (1909). Another unconventional figure, Harris was not
trained as a scholar, but had an affection for Shakespeare that led
him to memorize lengthy passages from the plays and to recite them
to unsuspecting audiences in public places. Oscar Wilde, a friend of
Harris’, noted in a letter in 1899, “Frank Harris is upstairs thinking
about Shakespeare at the top of his voice” (qtd. in Schoenbaum
482). Indeed, he was a loud man, not shy of making his opinions
known, as can be seen in his biography of Shakespeare, the bulk
of which explains how Shakespeare’s biography can be understood
by examining his plays. After having established this, Harris then
demonstrates how the “known facts” about Shakespeare support the
claims he made about the playwright in the previous pages.
The “tragic story” of the title includes a Shakespeare who
had planned to marry a woman called Anne Whateley but was
saddled with the already-pregnant Anne Hathaway instead. (Most
scholars take the spelling ‘Whateley’ in the surviving documents
to be a mistake for ‘Hathaway’ rather than proof that Shakespeare
intended to marry a different woman.) According to Harris, the rest
of Shakespeare’s marriage was hell, as he was nagged constantly by
his shrewish wife. As a result, Shakespeare fled to London where
he had an affair with one of the Queen’s waiting women only to be
cheated out of her by a friend who was acting as a go-between for
the couple. Harris’ Shakespeare prematurely grows old and frail
but is nursed to health by his loving daughter, Judith. His hatred
toward his wife continued up to his death, the biographer claims,
as is evidenced by the epitaph on his tomb which ensures that Anne
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would not be buried near him.
It does not take much knowledge of Shakespeare’s work to
see how Harris could “prove” these points by looking to texts like
The Taming of the Shrew, the Sonnets, Othello, and The Tempest, to
name only a few. The biographer’s circular logic and questionable
methodology would be the target of many later critics, who tended
to be more cautious about the relationship between Shakespeare’s
life and his work. Rather than his scholarship, Harris will likely be
remembered for an outrageous remark he made in a café regarding
the question of Shakespeare’s sexuality. “Homosexuality? No, I
know nothing of the joys of homosexuality. My friend Oscar can
no doubt tell you about that,” Harris declared loudly. “ But I must
say that if Shakespeare asked me, I would have to submit” (qtd.
in Schoenbaum 481). Certainly, Harris’ devotion to the Bard was
apparent, if a bit off-course.
E.K. Chambers’ work on Shakespeare, on the other hand,
would enjoy a good reputation for many years following the author’s
death. Chambers was a civil servant who managed, astonishingly,
to produce a vast body of scholarship during his lifetime. After
publishing The Mediaeval Stage (1903, 2 vols.) and The Elizabethan
Stage (1923, 3 vols.), Chambers wrote his two-volume biography of
the playwright, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems
(1930). In it, he eschewed speculation in favor of certainty. Perhaps
as the result of having to organize and synthesize information as
a civil servant, Chambers was especially patient with biographical
detail and concise with prose. Schoenbaum describes Chambers’
approach to Shakespeare biography as “dispassionate, aloof from
bardolatry, meticulous, totally informed” (516). Chambers does not
speculate on Shakespeare’s whereabouts during his “lost years,”
though he does offer up possible candidates for the Fair Youth
of the Sonnets. Still, critics might see his overall skepticism as
“border[ing] on insensitivity” and long for a more personal touch
(Schoenbaum 519). Or, they might find his voluminous texts
overwhelming and wish for something more compact. In any event,
Chambers’ contribution to Shakespeare biography is significant, to
say the least, and future writers would rely on his work.
The importance of Samuel Schoenbaum’s scholarship on
Shakespeare’s life cannot be overestimated. In 1970 he published
Shakespeare’s Lives, a book that chronicles the history of biographies
of Shakespeare, to which many Shakespeare biographers and I are
deeply indebted. This text, which discusses in considerable detail
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the lives and convictions of many biographers, from Aubrey to
the twentieth century, was reissued in 1991 with updates, though
detractors are quick to note that the updating is minimal and spotty
at best. Still, Schoenbaum’s Shakespeare’s Lives is an indispensable
book to readers interested in the issues I discuss above.
Also known for his own biographies of Shakespeare,
Schoenbaum published William Shakespeare: A Documentary Life
in 1975, which was quickly followed by William Shakespeare:
A Compact Documentary Life in 1977 after a reviewer from The
Guardian complained of the original book’s size. The Compact
Documentary Life was later reprinted in 1987 with some emendations
and a good deal of trimming of the original.
Schoenbaum’s book from the 1980s, though, “remains a
documentary life.” By this, the author means that his book “differs
from most of the innumerable popular biographies of Shakespeare
that augment the facts with speculation or imaginative reconstruction
or interpretative criticism of the plays and poems” (x). A Compact
Documentary Life begins with a one-paragraph summary of
Shakespeare’s biography which is, Schoenbaum admits, a “simple
life story . . . [that] has been often told” (4). The critic, though,
elects to tell it again, this time with documents “always in view, to
chasten speculative elaboration or romantic indulgence” (4). In what
follows, Schoenbaum aims to present the facts and to avoid engaging
in issues related to Shakespeare’s personal life. The biographer
reports that he has “tried to deal with such matters dispassionately,
and also with a fullness of detail not attempted in most biographies
of Shakespeare” (x). Further, he does not offer a theory on the
identity of the Dark Lady of the Sonnets and proudly announces that
his goal in the biography is “distillation and synthesis rather than
innovation” (x-xi). This biography and Shakespeare’s Lives, thus,
are good touchstones for readers facing the slew of Shakespeare
biographies that followed Schoenbaum’s work.
Late Twentieth-Century
to Early Twenty-First Century Biographies
If a biographer is not accountable to the facts, he may as well
be writing fiction.

Peter Martin, Edmond Malone, Shakespearean Scholar: A
Literary Biography (p.124)
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Here’s my work: does work discover—
    What was rest from work—my life?
Did I live man’s hater, lover?
    Leave the world at peace, at strife?
Call earth ugliness or beauty?
    See things there in large or small?
Use to pay its Lord my duty?
    Use to own a lord at all?
Blank of such a record, truly,
    Here’s the work I hand, this scroll,
Yours to take or leave; as duly,
    Mine remains the unproffered soul.

Robert Browning, “At the Mermaid” (ll.17-28)

In The Shakespeare Wars, Ron Rosenbaum suggests “one could

trace the origin of the plethora of [Shakespeare] biographies to
the moment in 1998 when Shakespeare became a contemporary
celebrity, a movie star, in Shakespeare in Love” (xii). Indeed, in the
last decade or so, biographies of the Bard have been produced at a
breathtaking pace. Whether the 1998 film about the playwright was
the catalyst for this outpouring of books is up for debate, but the
fact is that readers looking for a recent biography of Shakespeare
are swimming in a sea of choices. How, though, a reader might
reasonably wonder, do scholars continue to write hefty tomes on the
playwright when most are in agreement that so little is known about
him? If, as Peter Martin suggests, a biographer does not provide
readers with “the facts,” he is essentially writing fiction, how does
the author of a text on the life of Shakespeare manage to avoid
producing a novel?
To answer these questions, it is useful to turn to David Ellis’
description of the six methods contemporary scholars routinely
employ when they compose Shakespeare biographies. In That Man
Shakespeare (2005) Ellis discusses several rhetorical strategies,
including the “argument from absence” approach, which involves
biographers entertaining the idea that a statement is true simply
because it cannot be proven false. So, for instance, in lieu of any
evidence against Shakespeare being a closeted Catholic, many
biographers propose that the probability is good that he was in fact
a recusant.
The problems inherent in this approach are made clear by
Ellis’ comparison of it to an American courtroom TV drama where
just before the judge shouts, ‘Sustained!’ the prosecutor makes a
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suggestive statement to which the defense objects. The jury, though
it is told to ignore this remark, has heard it and so it hangs there,
a tempting possibility, coloring their interpretation of events. Not
so much is at stake perhaps when talking about a biography of
Shakespeare as compared to a defendant on trial for murder, but the
parallel is a useful one nonetheless.
Another linguistic manipulation biographers tend to use is
what Ellis aptly calls “weasel words.” These are terms like “perhaps,”
“may,” “if,” “could have,” and “probably,” to name a few. Weasel
words routinely show up in biographies, as Ellis admits, but the
Shakespeare biographer is in a unique position, for without them he/
she would be unable to write much more than a page or two. There
is also the rhetorical question, which allows the biographer to hint at
a possibility and leave the reader to draw the conclusion on his/her
own. Much like the argument from absence, the rhetorical question
makes the reader complicit in constructing a vision of Shakespeare
that is not supported by documented evidence.
Sometimes biographers turn to the plays and/or the Sonnets
either as filler material or as indications of Shakespeare’s feelings,
thoughts, and convictions about a variety of topics. As Ellis explains,
when factual information about Shakespeare is missing, biographers
will often provide analysis of one or more of the plays or poems in
order to round out their texts. The Sonnets are particularly tempting
fodder for biographers since in them readers are presented with a
first person narrator whereas in the plays many voices speak, which
makes the claim that any one of them is Shakespeare’s own more
difficult to sustain. This is not to say biographers do not attempt to
interpret the plays through a biographical lens and vice versa; all of
Shakespeare’s work, some biographers believe, provide a window
to his soul.
A pitfall of relying on the works to discuss the life, however,
is the uncertainty regarding the chronological order of the plays.
In other words, if the plays are meant to correspond with certain
moments in Shakespeare’s life, works like The Tempest, which was
once thought to be Shakespeare’s final play but in fact is not, can
hardly be said to be Shakespeare’s farewell to the stage, though it
is an attractive fiction in which to believe. As Bate noted in 2004,
“the problem for all Shakespeare biographers, then and now is how
to relate the life to the work. […] What we know about the life does
not help us to understand the greatness of the work. At the same
time, since plays are plays, in which feelings and opinions belong
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to the characters and not the author, the works cannot be used as
reliable evidence of the nature of the man” (“That Masked Man”).
Ellis comes to a similar conclusion in “Biographical Uncertainty
and Shakespeare,” noting that “[h]uman behaviour in Shakespeare’s
plays is so rich and varied that they can support almost any hypothesis
about his life, and there is a flexibility built into the method of using
them which means that it can hardly ever fail” (202).
Because facts about the man are sparse, biographers often
turn to talking about culture instead. Since we know more about
Stratford-Upon-Avon, for example, than we do about the playwright
who was born and died there, biographers sometimes pad their texts
with digressions on the town. This is true of many other locations
and historical events as well, and though being knowledgeable about
the cultural moment in which Shakespeare lived is important, as Ellis
warns, the trick is to make a useful and compelling link between the
history and the man. This brings the critic to his final point: arguing
from proximity. By juxtaposing Shakespeare and an event or place,
biographers often imply that the two things are connected when
there is often no evidence that they do (273-303). Keeping Ellis’ list
of strategies in mind when encountering Shakespeare biographies
encourages readers to cultivate their critical faculties and to develop
a healthy sense of skepticism, both of which are invaluable in the
study of the playwright’s life. The list also aids readers in situating
recently published biographies not only in the broader context of
Shakespeare biographies but also in relation to each other.
To return to that watershed moment in Shakespeare
biographies mentioned by Rosenbaum, there is Park Honan’s
Shakespeare: A Life (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1998), which was
published the same year Shakespeare in Love was released in
cinemas. The book, however, is a much less romanticized version
of the playwright’s life compared to Madden’s film. Ten years in
the making, Honan’s biography of Shakespeare was written only
after, following the advice of a friend, the author first published
biographies of other authors, i.e., Matthew Arnold, Jane Austin, and
Robert Browning. Tracing Shakespeare’s life from its beginnings
to its end, this biography seeks “to show in an accurate narrative all
that can be known of Shakespeare’s life, at present, and to offer some
account of his writing in relation to his life” (ix). In Shakespeare: A
Life, the author strives to avoid “[i]maginative reconstructions and
elaborate psychological theories . . . [that] strain credulity” (ix).
Honan achieves a degree of success on this score by
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presenting conflicting views concerning the thornier issues in the
field of Shakespeare biography. For example, regarding the issue
of Shakespeare’s “lost years,” Honan explains that it is not certain
that Shakespeare spent this time with the Hoghtons in Lancashire
since the “Shakeshaft” mentioned in documents may or may not
be an alternate spelling of the playwright’s own name. However,
Honan seems to favor the Lancashire theory, advanced by E. A. J.
Honigmann among others, since he points to 3 Henry VI, a play
that contains descriptions of geography typical of the Midlands, as
evidence that Shakespeare spent his youth in the area (62-3). This
move is characteristic of the book in which the biographer routinely
makes connections between life and art that are impossible to
prove or, for that matter, to disprove. The relationship between, for
instance, the previous tenants at New Place and the violent murders
in Shakespeare’s plays is less clear than Honan would have readers
believe. He claims that Shakespeare’s experience with brutal killings,
such as the poisonings that occurred at the residence in Stratford
before he purchased it, led him to include similar deaths in Hamlet.
Honan also moves in the opposite direction, looking to the plays
to “discover” more about the man. For instance, Honan believes
that when Shakespeare left Stratford for London, “[h]is departure
was likely to be trying for his family, to judge from the mockery of
sentimental farewells in The Two Gentlemen of Verona” (92).
Honan does not, however, speculate on the identities of the
Young Man and the Dark Lady of the Sonnets, as some biographers
do. His stance is that, while not strictly biographical, the poems
allow readers insight into the author’s indiscretions. Furthermore,
Honan proposes that the publication date of the Sonnets was delayed
because the poems’ content might have offended Shakespeare’s
mother, Mary. Likely written in the 1590’s, the sequence was not
published until 1609, a few months after Mary’s death. Honan’s
theory that once Mary died Shakespeare felt free to publish his
poems follows from the presumption that “[t]he most tangled and
contradictory of his relationships, one suspects, was always with his
mother” (358). Honan locates the origins of this close and complex
relationship in the devoted parent watching carefully over her infant
during an outbreak of the plague. While it is documented that a
plague swept through Stratford the year William Shakespeare was
born, it is not clear how parents felt about their children, particularly
given the high infant mortality rate when the plague was absent.
Even if we concede to Honan’s point, there is still the problem of
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determining just how much of an early modern person’s childhood
would have been thought to have affected him in adulthood and to
what degree a son’s relationship with his mother would have colored
his relationship to other women.
In order to make up for the paucity of the historical record,
Honan elects to discuss early modern English culture more generally.
His effort to create a context in which to place Shakespeare is a
commendable one, and the reader will walk away from Shakespeare:
A Life with an understanding of seventeenth century English culture.
Honan confesses that Shakespeare’s personality, “the implicit subject
of every chapter, is . . . no more fully defined and categorized, finally,
than any of his sonnets or plays” (xiii). In the end, however, Honan’s
Shakespeare is just a regular guy; like anyone else who lived in
England in his era, he experienced the stench of the City and the
threat of disease, though his everyday experiences inspired his art.
Shakespeare: A Life makes the playwright accessible to “the general
public” (ix), to whom Honan directs his book, but the playwright can
only become “[o]ur William” (68) once the relationship between life
and art is simplified and Freudian ideology occasionally is applied
to the early modern subject. For, as much of Honan’s book makes
apparent, life in early modern England was significantly different
from our own.
Though it may seem odd that Bill Bryson, who is not a
Shakespeare scholar or a biographer but is better known for his
humorous travel narratives, would be asked to write a Shakespeare
biography, Shakespeare: The World as Stage (New York: Harper
Collins, 2007) benefits from this very fact. Bryson is quick to note
that “this book was written not so much because the world needs
another book on Shakespeare as because this series [i.e., Harper
Collins’ Eminent Lives] does.” His goal is clearly stated at the outset
of Shakespeare: “to see how much of Shakespeare we can know,
really know, from the record. Which is one reason, of course,” he
adds, “ [this book is] so slender” (21). Indeed, this slim volume
sticks to the facts and explains the key debates over the unknowns
without getting distracted by speculating on them itself. The author
is careful to make it clear when biographical facts are known and
when he is discussing scholars’ speculations. For example, he
explains that there is no consensus on whether Shakespeare secretly
harbored Catholic sympathies or if he loved his wife. Perhaps it
is because Bryson is not a Shakespeare scholar that he shies away
from offering theories on the ‘lost years’ or Shakespeare’s religion,
sexuality, childhood or anything else. Whatever the reason, Bryson’s
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book is an excellent starting place for the reader new to Shakespeare
biographies because of this.
Bryson accurately describes Shakespeare’s early life as
“little more than a series of occasional sightings” (44). The record
is lacking, even in the most basic facts. As Bryson points out, for
instance, even the date of Shakespeare’s birth is speculation. All
that is known for certain is that he was baptized on 26 April 1564;
yet, many biographers confidently announce that Shakespeare was
born on 23 April 1564, a reasonable assumption, perhaps, since
early modern infants typically were baptized a few days after birth.
Biographers’ choice of dates is also influenced by the fact that
Shakespeare died on 23 April 1616 and that 23 April is the Feast
of St. George, patron saint of England. Thus, it is not difficult to
see how writers could be seduced by the prospect of the birth and
death of England’s greatest playwright coinciding with the country’s
national holiday and by the tidy symmetry of this date.
Bryson provides a brief overview of the cultural moment in
which Shakespeare grew up, from the dangers of plague and other
harrowing diseases to religious tensions between Catholicism and
Protestantism to a typical school day for a boy of Shakespeare’s
age and rank, in order to give readers unfamiliar with the period
a sense of early modern English culture. The information Bryson
presents is adequate for the kind of book he is writing; it does not
overshadow the playwright and the few facts we know about him
as many biographies do. And, though his early years are difficult to
know much about since few records survive, as Bryson plainly puts
it, Shakespeare’s “lost years . . . are very lost indeed” (44).
About these “lost years,” Bryson mentions many of the
possibilities advanced by scholars over the years. Among them
are the suggestions that Shakespeare was either a schoolmaster, a
tourist in Italy, a soldier, a sailor, or a recusant Catholic hiding out
in the North of England. Bryson carefully points out the problems
with this final argument regarding Shakespeare’s religious leanings,
and goes on to note that regarding religion generally scholars have
come to opposite conclusions about the playwright in the past. It is
not difficult to argue that Shakespeare was or was not interested in
religion, for as Bryson points out, “a devoted reader can find support
for nearly any position he or she wishes in Shakespeare. (Or as
Shakespeare himself put it: ‘The devil can cite Scripture for his
purpose.’)” (62). Wisely, the biographer steers clear of linking life
and art like this, and it is one of the strengths of his book. He goes
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on to discuss Shakespeare’s experiences in the theatre, mentioning
his contemporaries and explaining the conventions of early modern
theatre-going. Near the end of the biography, as he has done in the
rest of his book, Bryson does not speculate on Shakespeare’s mental
or emotional state at his death. Why he left the couple’s second best
bed to his wife, the biographer says, no one can be sure.
Bryson’s commitment to presenting facts lasts until the
final pages of his book where he takes a stand on Shakespeare. Or
rather, on who is and who is not Shakespeare. In “Claimants,” a
chapter that discusses theories regarding the authorship question,
Bryson dismisses as wrongheaded those who have advanced claims
that Shakespeare was not the author of the plays in the First Folio.
The biographer believes that neither Christopher Marlowe nor the
Earl of Oxford (nor anyone else) wrote Shakespeare’s plays. “[N]
early all of the anti-Shakespeare sentiment—actually all of it, every
bit—involves manipulative scholarship of sweeping misstatements
of fact” (182), Bryson asserts. This is true, as most Shakespearean
scholars would agree, though it is tempting to wonder if Bryson’s
statement might apply to other biographers less interested in
conspiracy theory as well.
Stephen Greenblatt’s contribution to Shakespeare
biographies, Will in the World: How Shakespeare Became
Shakespeare (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2004), stands
in contrast to Shakespeare: The World as Stage due to its tendency
to speculate on nearly everything in the playwright’s life. The
subtitle of Greenblatt’s biography announces the scholar’s aim, i.e.,
to explain to readers the forces that came together to produce the
legendary playwright. This is no small task, of course, particularly
given that there are very few established facts about the Bard’s life
on which we can depend with any degree of certainty. Greenblatt
finds his way around this situation by opening his narrative with the
phrase, “Let us imagine . . . ” (23).
Even earlier in his prefatory remarks, the author tells his
readers that “it is important to use our own imagination” when
seeking to understand the relationship between Shakespeare’s life
and his art (14). Indeed, imagination is key to Greenblatt’s book,
but just how far this imagination should be extended in a biography
remains debatable. Take, for example, the opening pages of the
book which suggest that its readers “imagine that Shakespeare
found himself from boyhood fascinated by language, obsessed
with the magic of words” (23). Following on the heels of this,
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Greenblatt’s imagination morphs into certainty. He writes, “it is
a very safe assumption that [this obsession] began early, perhaps
from the first moment his mother whispered a nursery rhyme in his
ear: ‘Pillycock, pillycock, sate on a hill, / If he’s not gone—he sits
there still.’” Greenblatt then goes on to confirm that “This particular
nursery rhyme was rattling around in his brain years later when he
was writing King Lear” (23).
The movement from “imagine,” to “a safe assumption,” to
“perhaps,” to “was” is typical of Greenblatt’s biography. Throughout
the book, the author offers his readers tempting possibilities—for
example, that there is something significant about the number of
times Shakespeare includes the theme of a lost title or identity in
his drama (84). He then pulls back from these suggestions slightly,
typically by pointing out that there is no direct relationship between
life and art, only to offer them up again as a possibility, or in the
case of King Lear and the nursery rhyme, as a certainty. Though it
is typical of New Historicism to imagine what could have happened,
in Will in the World the founder of the movement routinely moves
from speculation to certainty on matters which are far from
certain. For example, in the hands of Greenblatt, humanist Roger
Ascham’s remarks on the nature of education become John and
Mary Shakespeare’s desires for their son (24). Or, when Greenblatt
discovers a record of boy called Willis having seen a play with his
father, he deftly shifts Willis to Will and suddenly it is the young
Shakespeare who is seeing a play with his father (30).10
Another complaint readers may have is that late in the
biography, Greenblatt relies heavily on his former scholarship.
Some may dislike the repetition of material, specifically regarding
the similarities between Hamlet in Purgatory and Will in the World.
At least as notable, though, is the portrait readers get of Stephen
Greenblatt in a text that is meant to tell the life story of William
Shakespeare. In the preface to Shakespeare’s Lives, Samuel
Schoenbaum remarks on the difficulty of writing a biography of
Shakespeare due to the tendency of the writer to see him/herself in
the subject. “I quickly recognized the truth of the observation that
biography tends toward oblique self-portraiture,” writes Schoenbaum.
“How much must this be so with respect to Shakespeare, where the
sublimity of the subject ensures empathy and the impersonality
of the life-record teases speculation!” (viii). Whether or not

10 On the topic of names, throughout the book Greenblatt refers to Shakespeare as ‘Will,’
an epithet readers who have had their own names shortened by strangers may find uncomfortably familiar.
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Greenblatt has experienced the sublimity of Shakespeare, he has
revealed himself in his narrative of the Bard’s life. For example,
in the context of a discussion about the death of Shakespeare’s son,
Hamnet, Greenblatt addresses religion, with an eye to the possibility
Shakespeare harbored Catholic sympathies. Describing a broader
theological debate stemming from the remnants of Catholic belief
in a Protestant country and suggesting these are Shakespeare’s own
thoughts, Greenblatt writes,
What mattered was whether the dead could continue to speak
to the living, at least for a short time, whether the living could
help the dead, whether a reciprocal bond remained. When
Shakespeare stood in the churchyard, watching the dirt fall
on the body of his son, did he think that his relationship with
Hamnet was gone without a trace? (315)

Later in the same chapter Greenblatt claims that writing
Hamlet was Shakespeare’s way of dealing with the death of his
child and the impending death of his father. In playing the role of
the Ghost – a suggestion made initially by Rowe in the eighteenth
century and uncritically accepted by Greenblatt—Shakespeare
“must have conjured up within himself the voice of his dead son, the
voice of his dying father, and perhaps too his own voice, as it would
sound when it came from the grave” (322). At these moments in the
book it is difficult not to feel that Greenblatt is articulating his own,
rather than Shakespeare’s, desires. In the 1980’s in Renaissance
Self-Fashioning and Shakespearean Negotiations Greenblatt
expressed an interest in voices of the deceased. He was disturbed,
in one case, by a request to mouth the words ‘I want to die’ by a man
who had a terminally ill son who can no longer speak (RSF 2546). Later in his career, he confessed that he had a “desire to speak
with the dead,” though when he tried to do so, he said, “all [he]
could hear was [his] own voice.” But, the critic’s voice, he asserted,
has to reanimate others’ voices: “my own voice,” wrote Greenblatt,
“was the voice of the dead” (SN 1). Considering the intersection
between the voices of the dead and his own voice—not to mention
Greenblatt’s tense relationship to his father, who seems not to have
trusted his son to recite the kaddish for him when he died11—may
lead some readers to feel that this biography is as much, if not more,
the story of Greenblatt’s life as it is of Shakespeare’s.
Though the feeling that Greenblatt has been writing his own
autobiography in Will in the World may not be shared by all readers,
many will wonder, as Lois Potter has, just how much imagination is
11 See Hamlet in Purgatory, 3-9.
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permissible in a book that purports to be a biography.12 Given the
speculative nature of this book, this is a reasonable and necessary
question to ask. What is the difference between a biography of
Shakespeare like Will in the World, for instance, and Shakespeare
scholar Grace Tiffany’s Will (2005), which is marketed as a novel?
The difficulty in judging how much imagination is acceptable in
Shakespeare biographies comes when we consider the dearth of
information available about Shakespeare alongside the vexed
relationship between history and literature. In the 1970’s Hayden
White declared that history was more like literature than its
practitioners cared to recognize. In “The Historical Text as Literary
Artifact,” White draws a parallel between genres or modes of
literature as delineated by literary critic Northrop Frye and the way
in which an historian makes sense of his/her materials. As he says,
no given set of casually recorded historical events in themselves
constitute a story; the most that they offer to the historian are
story elements. The events are made into a story by . . . all of
the techniques that we would expect to find in the emplotment
of a novel or a play (281).

White defines “emplotment” as “the encodation of the facts contained
in the chronicle as components of specific kinds of plot-structures, in
precisely the way that Frye has suggested is the case with ‘fictions’
in general” (280). Given this conception of history, it is not strange
that Greenblatt or any other biographer might take the meager facts
of Shakespeare’s life and emplot them in order to tell a (hi)story of
the playwright’s life.
Even if this is what Greenblatt does in Will in the World,
there remains the issue of the intended audience for this biography
to consider. Writing for the general public as he does in Will in the
World, Greenblatt has a responsibility to his readers. The public
typically expects an academic to limit him/herself to knowable data,
and to describe rather than prescribe. “The authority which the
common reader invests in academic specialists imposes on them…
an obligation to signal very clearly their deviations from these norms.
Otherwise,” warns Ellis, “they are in danger of passing off one
kind of intellectual product in the guise of another” (“Biographical
Uncertainty” 200). This is what it seems to me Greenblatt does in
Will in the World. The critic has made a career out of telling stories
and making provocative connections between art and culture. What
redeemed New Historicism in the past was not only its desire to
12 Lois Potter, “Having Our Will: Imagination in Recent Shakespeare Biographies”
Shakespeare Survey, 58 (2005), 1-8.
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reach outside the literary text but its ability to provide clear and
compelling close readings of texts. The care with which Greenblatt
handled his early work, however, seems to have been abandoned in
Will in the World in favor of spinning a ripping yarn.
In order to avoid the pitfalls biographies typically
experience—namely circularity, arbitrariness, and speculation—
James Shapiro avoids the traditional cradle-to-grave biographical
narrative. In “Toward a New Biography of Shakespeare,” he urges
scholars instead to
begin writing partial or micro-biographies that focus intensely
on specific years (or even shorter periods) of Shakespeare’s
creative life. These studies would ignore Shakespeare’s early
and retirement years and focus exclusively on the years that
matter most, the quarter-century in which he wrote and acted.
Because biographers are led by convention to take us from birth
to death and beyond, these years are almost always given short
shrift (“Toward” 11).

This is precisely the course Shapiro follows in A Year in the Life
of William Shakespeare: 1599 (New York: Harper Collins, 2005).
Biographers who offer a comprehensive life of the playwright,
Shapiro says, “tend to assume that what makes people who they are
now, made people who they were then” (xiv-xv). This, though, is
probably not the case as the scarcity of personal diaries and memoirs
from the period suggests. “[A]s much as we might want Shakespeare
to have been like us, he wasn’t” (xv). Shapiro calls comprehensive
biographies “necessary fictions” that are interesting not so much for
what they explain about Shakespeare but for “what they reveal about
our fantasies of who we want Shakespeare to be” (xv). Furthermore,
Shapiro finds that “the unpredictable and contingent nature of daily
life [is] too often flattened out” in all-encompassing biographies,
something he hopes to remedy in his biography (xvi).
In A Year in the Life Shapiro looks at Shakespeare’s
achievements and the experience of early modern English people
because the two issues that are so intimately tied one cannot be
understood without the other. Shapiro is quick to note, however, that
“the plays are not two-way mirrors” (xiv). Just because Shakespeare
wrote about betrayal and indecision as he did in Romeo and Juliet and
Hamlet, for example, does not mean that he necessarily experienced
the same emotions as did the main characters in these plays. In
choosing 1599, Shapiro is able to deal with an interesting year in the
history England and a definitive moment in Shakespeare’s life. During
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this year, the country prepared itself for an invasion by the Spanish,
fought against uprisings in Ireland, and watched in trepidation as its
elderly, childless Queen crawled toward death. Shakespeare, in this
year, “went from being an exceptionally talented writer to one of the
greatest who ever lived,” and Shapiro seeks in his book to figure out
how this happened (xvii). While he does not take the same approach
as does Greenblatt in trying to determine how Will became Will,
Shapiro is interested in the cultural moment in which Shakespeare
achieved, as he sees it, his greatness. What kinds of sermons might
he have read? What kind of art might he have viewed? What did
the playhouses and bookstalls that surrounded him have to say to
Shakespeare? These are questions Shapiro probes in his biography
in order to “convey a sense of how deeply Shakespeare’s work
emerged from an engagement with his times” (xvii).
Shapiro begins his biography with a short Prologue that
situates Shakespeare and his colleagues in the years leading up
to the one in which Shapiro is interested. He discusses the dire
circumstances facing the Chamberlain’s Men, whose lease on the
Theatre ran out in 1598, leading them to dismantle the building,
store it, and rebuild it shortly thereafter on the other side of the
Thames. This new venue, the Globe, would play an important
role in the rest of Shakespeare’s career and so it is fitting that
Shapiro foregrounds his biography with this tale. As perhaps all
biographers of Shakespeare must do, Shapiro speculates on many
points; however, his speculations are the result of critical analysis
and close scholarly attention to detail. Following in the footsteps of
Malone, Shapiro’s devotion to documents from 1599 is evident in
his explanation that in preparation for writing the biography he “read
almost all of the books written in 1599 that Shakespeare might have
owned or borrowed or come upon in London’s bookstalls” (xvii).
This bookishness gives Shapiro’s biography scholarly weight, even
if in the end the book is somewhat more about Elizabethan culture
than it is about Shakespeare.
Though E. A. J. Honigmann’s Shakespeare: The ‘Lost Years’
(Manchester: Manchester UP, 1985/1991) appeared on the scene
before Shakespeare in Love and the other biographies discussed in
this section, it is worth a brief mention as an example of another
contemporary biography that takes a partial approach to telling the
story of Shakespeare’s life. Rather than focusing on a single year as
does Shapiro, Honigmann makes it his cause to take up the question
of Shakespeare’s “lost years.” This period, which Honigmann
extends from 1564 to 1592, is one about which little evidence of
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Shakespeare’s whereabouts remains, though writers commonly
speculate about these years in their cradle-to-grave biographies.
As the author describes it, his book is a “detective-story,” whose
subject is a “mystery . . . that experts have tried to solve for two
hundred years” (vii). This biographer supports a proposal advanced
originally by early twentieth century biographer Oliver Baker in
1937 and agreed upon later by E.K. Chambers.
Honigmann confirms the earlier biographers’ suspicions that
Shakespeare is the “Shakeshaft” referred to in documents pertaining
to a wealthy Catholic family from Lancashire. Furthermore, he
proposes that Shakespeare was a schoolmaster, as Aubrey had
suggested in the seventeenth century, though at a younger age than
had previously been thought. He argues that Shakespeare had an
earlier start writing plays than has formerly been believed and
that he remained Catholic in spite of governmental orders to the
contrary. Although he says that the book is an “interim report” (vii)
and notes that he does “not claim that all the suggestions in the
book are equally probable” (127), Honigmann remains committed
to his claims, painstakingly submitting details to support them. For
example, he offers readers a timeline of the events he proposes
occurred in Shakespeare’s life, appendices, which include extracts
from a number of wills, and genealogical tables delineating the
Hoghtons, the Butlers, the Cottams, and the Salusburys, families
that feature prominently in Honigmann’s book.
Charles Nicholl’s The Lodger: His Life on Silver Street
(New York: Viking, 2007) also focuses on a narrowly defined period
in the playwright’s life. Here, the years in question are those
Shakespeare spent lodging in the Montjoy’s house. Living with
the family c. 1602-5, the playwright became part of a household
that contained tire-maker,13 Christopher Montjoy, Marie, his wife,
Mary, the couple’s daughter, and Stephen Bellot, their apprentice.14
The Montjoy years deserve attention because they are responsible
for a document that contains Shakespeare’s first person voice. This
document is not, unfortunately, in the form of a diary kept during
the playwright’s stay on Silver Street; nothing of the kind has been
uncovered by Nicholl or any other scholar. It is rather a deposition
given during a trial involving the Montjoy family that Shakespeare’s
voice can be heard.
13 A ‘tire-maker’ is one who makes ornamental headdresses.
14 As Nicholl says, in his deposition in 1612 Shakespeare reports that he knew the Montjoy’s for about ten years, but “[t]here may be some imprecision in the recollection….He
may have moved in to the house in that year, or in 1603” (17).
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Shakespeare was called to testify in court because Bellot had
married Mary in 1604 but was complaining in1612 that the dowry of
L60 his father-in-law had promised him had not materialized. Bellot
initially got cold feet about pairing up with the Montjoy’s daughter
and so Shakespeare, the family’s lodger, was called in by Marie to
“perswade” the young man to go ahead with the marriage (Nicholl
5). When asked in court years later about the marriage terms,
Shakespeare confirms that he was involved in the negotiations but
claims that he cannot recall anything about their details. He could
not remember the sum that had been agreed upon for the dowry nor
“what kinde of houshould stuffe” had been given to the newlyweds
(Nicholl 5). Given that so much time had passed between the
negotiations and Bellot’s complaint, it is perhaps unsurprising that
Shakespeare had no clear recollection of the situation. However,
Nicholl also suggests a less generous interpretation is that in not
remembering, Shakespeare “sides with the unforgiving father and
against the spurned daughter” and the deposition thus “contains . . .
[a] sour note of silence” (Nicholl 272). Nicholl favors this position
and suggests that the playwright’s signature on the deposition 1s
an indication of his eagerness to leave the courtroom. Signing his
name as ‘Willm Shaks,’ Nicholl says, “attests [to] his presence at
that moment, but in his mind he is already leaving” (272).
Nicholl is not, though, primarily interested in the deposition
discovered by the Wallaces in 1909; it is only “part of the story
[he] want[s] to tell” (15). Rather, he sees the case as an entry point
into studying the period Shakespeare spent on Silver Street with the
Montjoy family. Though it has been a century since the Wallaces
unearthed the documents pertaining to the case, no one has taken
up the invitation to explore the details of Shakespeare’s experience
during these years until now. In his book, Nicholl examines records
related to the site of the Montjoy’s house in order to give his readers
a sense of what Shakespeare’s experience at this moment in his life
might have been like. The writer uses the evidence he has studied
in order to provide as much detail as possible about the house and
the world around it that might have influenced Shakespeare to write
plays like Othello, Measure for Measure, All’s Well that Ends Well,
Timon of Athens, and King Lear during this period.
For Nicholl, though, the relationship between life experience
and the playwright’s drama is complicated. “Biography and literature
do not fit together like Lego bricks,” he writes, “but they are not
totally divorced either” (34). He seeks to “draw links” between the
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work and the art, but he does so cautiously. Nicholl says he “would
not call Stephen Bellot a ‘model’ for Bertram, Count Roussillon”
nor would he “suggest that Shakespeare was ‘inspired’ by the small
dramas of the Mountjoy household.” “But,” he adds, “the analogies
are there” (35) and it would be foolish to ignore them completely.
Nicholl makes an admirable effort not to discount the influence of
everyday life on the art, an approach that would create “a bloodless
text,” as he puts it. At the same time, he does his best not to privilege
daily life as the sole factor influencing Shakespeare’s plays.
In her book, Ungentle Shakespeare: Scenes from His Life
(London: The Arden Shakespeare, 2001), Katherine Duncan-Jones
does not so much focus on such a narrow scope of time as do Shapiro,
Honigmann, and Nicholl, but like them, she rejects the cradle-tograve approach. Ungentle Shakespeare, as Duncan-Jones announces,
is “thematic,” composed of scenes from the life of Shakespeare,
as the book’s subtitle suggests, and is thus more fragmentary than
traditional biographies. Aiming to “bring Shakespeare down from
the lofty isolation to which he has been customarily elevated, and
to show him as a man among men, a writer among writers” (x),
Duncan-Jones discusses Shakespeare’s contemporaries and his
culture in her biography of the playwright.
She also provocatively argues that Shakespeare was not
“nice,” i.e., “liberal, unprejudiced, unselfish” (x) by considering
formerly “taboo” topics such as class, sex, and money in relation
to Shakespeare. Ungentle Shakespeare, for instance, argues that
Shakespeare was a stingy man, who hoarded grain during a poor
harvest period. He did not join in the fight against William Combe,
who was enclosing lands in Stratford and ruining the lives of many
townspeople, and, upon his death, the playwright left a mere L10
to the poor. He was preoccupied with class-climbing, something
Duncan-Jones claims his contemporary Ben Jonson was not. When
it comes to Shakespeare’s sexuality, Duncan-Jones discusses
homoeroticism as it relates to the Sonnets. In talking about his
heterosexual activity, the biographer makes much of an anecdote
jotted down by a law student, John Manningham, in 1601:
Upon a time when Burbage played Richard the Third there was
a citizen grew so far in liking with him, that before she went
from the play she appointed him to come that night unto her
by the name of ‘Richard the Third’. Shakespeare, overhearing
their conclusion, went before, was entertained and at his game
ere Burbage came. Then message being brought that Richard
the Third was at the door, Shakespeare caused return to be made
that William the Conqueror was before Richard the Third.
			

(qtd. in Duncan-Jones 131)
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Duncan-Jones takes this story to be a reliable indicator of,
among other things, the fact that Shakespeare had little “respect either
for women or for female intelligence.” She turns to the Sonnets,
noting that the William the Conqueror episode and the poems share
the same attitude. The “Dark Lady” sonnets (i.e., 127-152) reveal
that the speaker, much like Shakespeare in the tale above, is a man
“compulsively requiring sexual release—being almost what would
now be called a ‘sex addict’—without any demand for reciprocal
tenderness or companionship” (131). Duncan-Jones admits to the
possibility that “Manningham’s story sounds in some ways too
good to be true,” but pushes on the point that this tale is an accurate
representation of Shakespeare because the story’s “basic components
conform remarkably well to the poetic analysis of the lustful ‘Will’
of sonnets 127-52” (132). Ungentle Shakespeare also condemns the
playwright by focusing on his relationship to the despicable George
Wilkins, who was perpetually drunk and made a habit of beating
females, even, in one case, a pregnant woman.
As Duncan-Jones presents it, the relationship between
Shakespeare’s life and his work is one we can see now because of
our knowledge about the playwright. Those in his own period could
not comprehend, for instance, that Henry V contains many references
to Shakespeare’s own desires for higher rank. Duncan-Jones says
that her subject’s own feelings “were extremely well veiled” (110)
in his plays, but that they “can readily be teased out” by readers
who “take [Shakespeare’s] life records as a starting point” (112-3).
Identifying with the creator of the plays by decoding their meanings,
Duncan-Jones carves out a dignified niche for herself and her fellow
biographers.
After having revealed Shakespeare’s flaws, DuncanJones argues that the playwright did not enjoy a quiet retirement
in the countryside, as many have previously imagined. Instead,
Shakespeare was an irascible miserly older man who fell out with
friends and family and whose will has a “sour and angry tone” (263).
He was possibly syphilitic, probably drunk, and certainly angry on
his deathbed, according to Duncan-Jones, who makes much of the
names Shakespeare crossed out and omitted in his final testament.
Overall, Ungentle Shakespeare pulls no punches; it is polemic
and speculative. Though some readers may be attracted to these
features, others may find them off-putting and see the biography as
more similar to its predecessors than it purports to be.
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The two main difficulties biographers of Shakespeare face,
as must have become apparent by now, is (1) that we know very little
about the playwright’s life, and (2) that the relationship between
Shakespeare’s life and his art is a vexed one. The problems are
obviously related, and when the first is eschewed by using the life
to explain the art or vice versa, as often happens, the circularity can
become dizzying. Neither the plays nor the life is a reliable lens
through which to read the other. This is why, as Jonathan Bate has
said, “we will never get inside Shakespeare the man” (“The Masked
Man”). If this is the case, how does a scholar, like Bate, manage
to write not one but two biographies of Shakespeare? Rather than
adapting Russell Fraser’s approach of focusing one biography on
the early years and the other on the later years,15 Bate has different
goals in each of his books, The Genius of Shakespeare (Oxford:
Oxford UP, 1998) and The Soul of the Age: A Biography of the Mind
of William Shakespeare (New York: Random House, 2009).
In The Genius of Shakespeare Bate has written a hybrid
text that is not solely biography or literary criticism. Biography,
as he notes, is typically concerned with the life story of a person
whereas the literary critic focuses on the artist’s career. Bate, on
the other hand, argues “that neither Shakespeare’s life nor his career
can account for his genius” (viii). Thus, Bate is concerned not
only, or even primarily, with the man who lived from 1564 to 1616,
but with the “body of words, characters, ideas, and stage images”
associated with the playwright and his work that have influenced
many generations since his death.
In the early part of Genius, Bate provides a biographical
sketch of Shakespeare, balancing between George Steevens’ remarks
that next to nothing is known about the playwright and the fact that
since the late eighteenth century scholars have discovered “over
fifty documents relating to Shakespeare, his family, and his acting
company in the London Public Record Office alone” (4). Still, Bate
admits that the surviving documents present a Shakespeare who
“invested his income shrewdly and was mildly litigious” (4), and,
it should be added, documents found since the Wallaces’ discovery
concern Shakespeare’s culture more broadly, not the man himself.
In any event, the extant papers tell us neither about the playwright’s
character nor about the relationship between his personality and his
15 Russell Fraser’s Young Shakespeare (Columbia: Columbia UP, 1988) was his first
biography of Shakespeare. His Shakespeare: The Later Years (Columbia: Columbia UP,
1992) followed shortly after. More recently, Shakespeare: A Life in Art (New Brunswick:
Transaction Publishers, 2008), a single book containing both biographies, was published.
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art. Bate is forthcoming in the opening chapter about the speculation
that surrounds the biography of Shakespeare. He warns against the
habit of reading too much into texts like Shakespeare’s will and his
plays, for neither provide satisfactory answers to Shakespeare’s
character. In a brief thirty pages Bate gives readers an “Anecdotal
Life” of Shakespeare, explaining that “[a]s a dramatist, he never
speaks in his own voice, he makes and remakes, turns and returns,
himself. He does not tell us about his life; for this we have to rely
on the anecdotes of others” (32).
The following chapters in the first part of Genius deal with
the Sonnets and autobiography, the question of the authorship of
Shakespeare’s plays, Shakespeare’s relationship to Christopher
Marlowe, and Shakespeare’s use of his source material. Each of these
topics might be said to be on the borderline between biographical
and literary criticism, though a brief mention of Bate’s stance on
each of these issues is relevant to readers interested in Shakespeare’s
life, for these are the issues on which biographers routinely disagree.
Bate finds the “genius” of the Sonnets in “their power to generate
[different] readings” (43). By this he means that, like the plays, the
Sonnets are not transparent but rather push their readers in different
directions, sometimes toward a biographical reading and sometimes
away from it. Bate himself began his work on the poems “with a
determination to adhere to an agnostic position on the question of
their autobiographical elements.” However, he confesses, “I have
been unable to hold fast to my unbelief.” He says that the poems
“have wrought their magic on” him, pushing the skeptical scholar to
believe in their autobiographical nature. His conversion experience
is proof, Bate says, that the Sonnets’ “genius is still at work” (58).
Regarding the authorship controversy, Bate explains why
others, namely the Earl of Oxford and Sir Francis Bacon, were
championed as possible authors of the plays over two hundred years
after Shakespeare’s death, though as most scholars do, Bate does not
subscribe to these conspiracy theories. In chapter four of Genius,
he argues that “Shakespeare . . . only became Shakespeare because
of the death of Marlowe. And he remained haunted by that death”
(105). Marlowe’s influence on Shakespeare’s work is notable, says
Bate. Tweaking Harold Bloom’s theory of the anxiety of influence,
the biographer proposes that Shakespeare’s relationship to Marlowe
was one of “sibling rivalry” (106), and, he argues, the death of
Marlowe in 1593 opened up a space for Shakespeare to fill. In the
final chapter of the first half of the book, Bate examines Shakespeare’s
use of his sources and discusses how, despite what critics like Leo
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Tolstoy have written, the playwright’s genius is in his reworking of
sources. Shakespeare did not, in other words, rip off other writers;
rather, he adapted their texts with an unrivaled skill.
The second portion of Genius is devoted to the “effects” of
Shakespeare. In this part of the book, Bate aims “to rescue some
of Shakespeare’s past admirers from the enormous condescension
of current academic criticism” (191). Rather than dismissing
Shakespeare as a figure belonging to the Establishment, Bate
considers how anti-Establishment and non-native English peoples
have interacted with him. He believes that Shakespeare “matters
more than any other writer there has ever been” because his influence
has extended to even the far corners of the world (221). Bate goes
on to discuss how Shakespeare’s characters have become iconic—
take, for instance, the sight of a young man dressed in black holding
a skull. In the final chapter, Bate considers the thorny issue of the
notion of genius and Shakespeare from Thomas Bowdler onward.
As a kind of corrective to Genius, Bate’s most recent book,
Soul of the Age: A Biography of the Mind of William Shakespeare,
strives to keep “Shakespeare’s uniqueness . . . in balance with his
typicality” (xvii). He attempts to reconcile, in other words, Ben
Jonson’s claim that Shakespeare was “not of an age” and that he
was the “Soul of the age” by presenting readers with “an intellectual
biography of the man in the context of the mind-set into which he
was born and out of which his works were created” (xvii). The
organization of the book pulls in two directions as it is composed of
chapters whose titles suggest that this is a cradle-to-grave biography
but whose content proves otherwise. Taking a cue from Jaques
in As You Like It, Bate names his chapters after the seven ages of
man, i.e., Infant, Schoolboy, Lover, Soldier, Justice, Pantaloon,
and Oblivion. These chapters, though they concern the topics that
their titles suggest, do not limit themselves to a single period in
Shakespeare’s life. The opening chapter, for instance, discusses
the year of Shakespeare’s birth but moves forward to discuss the
events of 1607-8. The Tempest, one of Shakespeare’s last plays, is
discussed in the following chapter entitled “The Schoolboy,” as is
the experience of young men attending grammar school in Stratford
in the late sixteenth century. Bate organizes his biography this way
in order “to escape the deadening march of chronological sequence
that is biography’s besetting vice” (xviii). So intent on achieving
this goal, the biographer opens Chapter 1 with the word “Exit.”
Bate makes it apparent that the plays and the culture in

Quidditas 30 (2009) 194

which they were written are intimately linked. Like in The Winter’s
Tale, which combines comic and tragic elements, for example, so
too did “birth and death [go] cheek by jowl” (3). Shakespeare’s
world was one in which plants were taken seriously for medicinal
and emotional associations, as Macbeth, Hamlet, and King Lear
illustrate. Although Bate warns against any simplistic connection
between the life and the art, noting that “[a]n accurate triangulation
of the life, the work, and the world, must be . . . subtle” (xix), by
occasionally being silent on the issue Bate suggests a great deal.
Take, for example, Bate’s remarks in Chapter 5 about
Shakespeare’s schoolmasters, from whom he would have learned
Latin. Bate says that Thomas Jenkins, one of Shakespeare’s teachers,
was “like Hugh Evans the schoolmaster in The Merry Wives of
Windsor, who gives a Latin lesson to a clever but cheeky boy named
William” (71-2). After quoting the relevant bit of the play, Bate goes
on to say that “[t]his is how Shakespeare learned his Latin” (73).
Though he never quite claims that Shakespeare was transcribing
his own childhood experience in his drama, the temptation to
conclude that this is so is too strong for readers, many of whom
will undoubtedly made the connection themselves. Regarding the
Sonnets, however, Bate is more forthcoming and careful in dealing
with the relationship between life and art. He announces that
attempting to determine the identity of the elusive “W.H.” of the
dedication “is a fool’s game.” Instead, he argues, scholars should
consider the Sonnets in the context of their historical moment. As
he does this, Bate concludes that the poems directed toward the
“lovely boy” may be less an indication of their author’s homosexual
desires as they were meant “to explore the perplexities of love and
service in what might be described as a newly bisexualized court”
(219, emphasis in original).
In Soul of the Age Bate argues against a number of myths,
including that Shakespeare may have spent his ‘lost years’ as
a schoolmaster, a lawyer, or a deer-poacher. Instead, he reports,
documents suggest that these years are not so ‘lost’ as most other
scholars have argued. By tracing his relationship to a court case
that appeared in London in the late 1580’s, Bate explains that the
playwright was in the City at the time when the theatre was beginning
to flourish. 16 Perhaps, the biographer suggests, this is what enticed
Shakespeare to remain in London rather than to return to the small
town from which he came. Bate makes sure to disprove the myth
16 Bate is not the first to point to this case. Schoenbaum mentions it in William Shakespeare: A Compact Life, though he does not find it as significant a point as does Bate.

Quidditas 30 (2009) 195

that Shakespeare’s Tempest was his farewell to the stage and that his
final years were spent quietly in the country. He points out instead
that Shakespeare continued to work and meet in London with his
colleagues as late as 1614.
Laying out the terms on which we should judge a biography
of Shakespeare in The Boston Globe, Bate asserted that “The
best biography would . . . be one that set him in his broad cultural
context, moving deftly between the dry documentary evidence and
the vibrant intellectual, social, and political life of the age” (“The
Masked Man”). This is precisely what Bate does in Soul of the
Age, though one shortcoming of the book might be said to be Bate’s
reliance the assumption James Shapiro resists in his biography that
what we believe makes people what they are today made people
what they were in the early modern period. “The influence of our
early childhood stays with us all our lives and becomes peculiarly
vivid when we see the prospect of grandchildren,” Bate says when
explaining the logic behind the organization of his book (xviii). This
may not bother some readers who believe that human experience has
remained more or less the same over time. For those more skeptical
readers, it is helpful to note that this move on the part of Bate (and
other scholars too) might best be explained as a reaction against
those theoretical schools that sought to remove the human from their
analysis, most notably New Historicism, which tended to see the
work of art not as the creation of a unique individual but the result
of influential cultural forces.
Some recent biographies, like Bate’s Genius, are less
interested in telling the story of the life of the unique playwright
than his unique afterlife. With its emphasis on this topic, Peter
Holland’s entry on Shakespeare in the 2004 DNB suggests that an
interest in Shakespeare’s afterlife is, if not eclipsing biography, at
least giving it a run for its money. Stanley Wells’ For All Time
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 2002) engages in this trend: less than half of the
book is about Shakespeare’s life. The remaining pages are devoted
to discussing how generations that followed him have responded to
the playwright.
The biographical portion of the book, which includes the
material in Chapters One and Two, includes less speculation than
many biographers are wont to provide. Wells does, though, suggest
that while the playwright’s father, John, may have been a “cryptoCatholic,” he engaged actively in a society that required him to
conform to Protestant standards. He had his children baptized in the
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Anglican church and buried according to its rites; he assumed public
office, something not possible for Catholics. John Shakespeare
stopped attending church not because his Catholic sympathies got
the best of him, asserts Wells, but rather because he was suffering
financially. William Shakespeare, Wells concludes, was not raised in
a Catholic household and did not thus harbor Catholic sympathies.
This theory leads Wells to ignore the notion that Shakespeare
spent his “lost years” in a Catholic household. Instead, the critic
remains neutral on these years and notes the tendency toward
autobiography on the part of Shakespeare biographers: he points
out that Shakespeare has been imagined to have been a lawyer’s
clerk, a soldier, or a navy man by a lawyer (Malone), a soldier
(Duff Cooper), and a navy man (Lieutenant-Commander A. F.
Falconer), respectively (26). Wells’ most unique speculation is that
Shakespeare was “our first great literary commuter” (37). That is,
Shakespeare did not, according to the biographer, spend his creative
years exclusively in London. Rather, he frequently returned to his
hometown to write because although there is little known about New
Place, Wells imagines “that it contained a comfortable, book-lined
study situated in the quietest part of the house to which Shakespeare
retreated from London at every possible opportunity, and which
members of the household approached at their peril when the master
was at work” (38). Moments like these in Wells’ book provoke even
the mildly skeptical reader to recall Daisy’s remark in Fitzgerald’s
The Great Gatsby: “Wouldn’t it be pretty to think so?”
Wells does not, though, speculate on the identities of the Fair
Youth or the Dark Lady of the Sonnets. When pushed, however, he
does conclude that the Sonnets are biographical:
[I]f I were required to jump over the fence rather than sit on
it, I should have to come out with the view that many of the
Sonnets, including—indeed, especially—those that seem most
revelatory of sexual infatuation and self disgust, are private
poems, personal and almost confessional in nature . . . . I think
this partly because, considered as a fictional sequence designed
to chart the stage of a series of relationships, the Sonnets are a
failure. No clear narrative emerges (87-8).

The third chapter of Wells’ biography, which he says is “the core of
the book,” focuses on the act writing for the early modern theatre.
It deals with the physical ordeal of putting quill to parchment, the
editing and publishing process, the lack of stage directions in the
plays, collaborative authorship, missing plays, and Shakespeare’s
“sources.” This chapter is a bridge between the two parts of the
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book; the sections to follow focus on Shakespeare’s afterlife, from
the Restoration to the twentieth century. These chapters delve into
many topics, including how Shakespeare came to be thought of as
the greatest writer of his generation, the many famous actors who
have assumed roles in Shakespeare’s plays, and how the playwright
has been received worldwide. In between these chapters, Wells
includes many gorgeous illustrations of early modern artifacts and
contemporary productions.
The book casts its net wide and is aimed, as Wells says,
at “the common reader.” It is true that For All Time is meant for
those who know little about the period—take, for example, Wells
explanation that “[t]he portability of the fountain or ballpoint pen
was not available to [Shakespeare]” (101) and his often chatty tone—
yet, this does not mean that Wells’ book is a neutral presentation
of the “facts” about Shakespeare’s life. Just like any biographer
does, Wells speculates. The biographical portion, though, is kept to
a minimum in the book which primarily offers readers an overview
of a less elusive part of the playwright’s life, his afterlife.
Conclusion
The sea, all water, yet receives rain still
And in abundance addeth to his store;
So thou being rich in Will add to thy Will
One of mine, to make thy large Will more.
		

Sonnet 135, ll.9-12

		

Hamlet 3.1.61-2

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And, by opposing, end them.

At the annual luncheon of the 2009 Shakespeare Association of

America conference, outgoing President Coppèlia Kahn spoke on
the question of Shakespeare’s appearance. This was an especially
relevant topic because earlier that year a portrait believed to be a
likeness of Shakespeare was unveiled after undergoing many rounds
of scientific testing in order to confirm its “validity.” Kahn’s point,
after reviewing many other portraits advanced over the years as
being accurate representations of the Bard, was that we will probably
never know just what Shakespeare looked like, and even if we did,
as Duncan says in Macbeth, “There’s no art / To find the mind’s
construction in the face” (1.4.11-12). Even looking this genius in
the eyes, in other words, would not change the way we think about
his texts, Kahn argued
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“Yet, it cannot be denied that the desire to know Shakespeare
continues, as is evident by the excitement that surrounded the Cobb
portrait and the many biographies of the playwright that continue to
be written. The request of the narrator of Sonnet 135, who toys with
several meanings of the word ‘will’, including the Christian name of
the author of the poem, might also be that of would-be biographers
of Shakespeare. The hope that, like the sea continues to accept rain,
the over-saturated market will find room for more biographies of
‘Will’ is the desire of many writers. In his Shakespeare biography
Anthony Burgess, of A Clockwork Orange fame, goes so far as to
“claim…the right of every Shakespeare-lover who has ever lived to
paint his own portrait of the man (11).”
But, as Robert Browning’s “At the Mermaid” suggests,
Burgess’ opinion is not universally shared. In the poem, a slightly
inebriated Shakespeare asks his friends rhetorically,
Which of you did I enable
  Once to slip inside my breast,
There to catalogue and label
    What I like least, what love best[…]? (ll.33-6)

Browning’s “portrait” of Shakespeare is fictional, of course, but this
characterization of him goads us to ask ourselves just how willing
the dead are to speak to us.
Though we cannot know how Shakespeare would have
responded to the plethora of biographies of him, the depiction of
a man who presents his art rather than his heart to the public is a
provocative one. David Ellis believes that since “the real answer
to almost all the important questions which can be asked about
Shakespeare’s life is ‘Don’t know,’” scholars should move on to
other, more fruitful projects. “[F]rank acceptance of ignorance is
the first step to useful knowledge, and biographical uncertainty a
powerful reason for keeping quiet,” he concludes (“Biographical
Uncertainty” 207). This might be sound advice, but, much like the
Ghost in Hamlet, Shakespeare continues to entice scholars even as
he simultaneously eludes them. Like the many questions provoked
Hamlet’s dead father–”What are ‘the secrets of [his] prison-house’
(1.5.14)?” Is he telling his son the truth? Why can’t Gertrude
see him though Horatio and others can?—scholars are left with
many unanswered (and perhaps unanswerable) questions about
Shakespeare. This does not stop them searching for answers and
contemplating, Hamlet-like, the nature of their subject’s being,
however. As the melancholy Dane mourns his lost parent, scholars
seek for their literary father in the dust of libraries and museums.
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They duel with each other over his reputation, and continue to
produce more “words, words, words” about him.
As Ron Rosenbaum has noted, “Shakespearean biographers at
their best are like the great old jazz musicians who can spin dizzying
riffs out of a few notes of an old standard. But at their worst,” he
cautions, “Shakespearean biographers are like cardsharps, piling
suspect suppositions upon shaky conjectures into rickety houses of
cards” (xi-xii). Thus, the reader of a Shakespeare biography must
be cognizant of what is at stake in each attempt to tell the story of the
Bard’s life. He/She must consider which myths are being perpetuated
and which are being debunked. How strong is the evidence to support
the claims the biography is making about Shakespeare? How much
imagination is being used? How much should be used? Ultimately,
readers must ask themselves whether they enjoy Shakespearean jazz
and if they possess a capacious enough will to accept any more Will.
If the answers to these questions are “no,” then the rest will be, as
Ellis hopes, silence.
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University and taught Renaissance literature at the American University in Cairo
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